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A METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR CONFIGURATING PRODUCTS

Cross-Reference to Related Application

This application is related to, and a continuation-in-part of, U.S. Application Ser. No.

09/441,204, filed November 16, 1999, and U.S. Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/199,934,

filed April 26, 2000, which are incorporated by reference.

Field of Invention

The present invention relates to a method and system for configuring products (e.g.,

branded promotional products) where products may be divided into items and processes wherein

item and process parameters may be separately specified and linked together to create a unique

product where a product identifier (e.g., SKU) may be dynamically created when the product is

sourced, quoted, ordered or otherwise accessed.

Background of the Invention

Promotional products have widely been used to promote a brand name or image, build

customer awareness and/or announce a presence in an industry. Branded promotional products

may include advertising, sales promotion and marketing communications media. These products

generally include various types of merchandise imprinted with an advertiser's identification,

message or logo. The branded promotional products sector of the advertising industry provides
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unique marketing opportunities. Branded products are easy to understand and useful in meeting

many marketing objectives, such as announcing a name change or building a company image.

Customers seek high quality products that effectively promote their brand and logo.

They want a useful product obtained through a convenient transaction. However, customers are

5 often frustrated because they have to rely on a reseller (or distributor) for purchasing options and

the flow of information. Generally, resellers are expected to find customers favorable prices,

produce samples and ensure timely delivery.
.: so.

i-J

*0 Currently, vendors have little or no contact with customers and rely on resellers (or

!J; distributors) to reach customers. Vendors spend significant amounts of effort and money

I
AO providing price quotes and samples to resellers (or distributors). It is difficult for vendors to

i gather product or customer market research, customer buying pattern information, and other

;H customer related information.

!« Traditionally, the promotional products industry has operated under a linear supply-chain

model of distribution. Typically, a customer hires a reseller (or distributor) to assist in selecting

15 a branded product for an event or promotion. The reseller locates the desired merchandise

through established vendor partner relationships. The vendor manufacturers or imports the

items, adds the brand, and ships the product. In addition, a second vendor may add the process

which may include branding. Business service partners provide services such as shipping,

financing, and insurance. Media partners deliver educational and other useful information.

20 Similar problems arise in other industries as well.
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I . 3

Currently, a standard method for purchasing products (e.g., branded promotional

products) has been difficult to implement due to the uniqueness of products and enormous

number of possible product and process combinations. For example, a company or other entity

may regularly purchase promotional products for advertisement, brand awareness and other

purposes. In addition, a company may promote new products on a regular basis and make

frequent improvements on current products. Therefore, repeated orders for promotional products

may be required for similar products with different printing processes, for example. Similarly,

the same or similar printing process may be used on different products. Due to the overlap in

items and processes, inefficiencies may occur when ordering promotional or other products,

5 :10 especially when orders are frequently repeated. Typically, each process is stored with each item.

: . E

\^

* As a result, it may become inefficient and redundant to store each process with each item when

;H the processes may be the same or similar.

!U

% Oftentimes, a vendor (or distributor) may attempt to define all possible product stock

a —2.

keeping units ("SKUs") when presenting promotional products options to a customer. An SKU

15 is a number or identifier associated with a product for inventory purposes. This creates

inefficiencies and duplicated efforts because the product does not become a SKU until the item

and process are combined. Presently, there is no standard method of specifying promotional

products because they are so varied and numerous.

In other industries, a service or product provider may order supplies and inventory on a

20 regular basis. Such industries may include office supplies, furniture, aviation supplies, marine

supplies, interior design, beauty salon and spa supplies, medical office supplies, restaurant and
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bar supplies, gift shops and clothing boutique, and other industries where orders for various

products or requests for services may be placed. Similarly, inefficiencies develop due to the

overlap of analogous orders and purchases over time.

These and other drawbacks exist with current systems.

5

Summary of the Invention

An object according to the present invention is to overcome these and other drawbacks

with existing systems.

!?? Another object of the invention is to provide a standard method and system for
ijy

jj JO configurating products where separate parameters for item and process may be identified.

W
s Another object of the invention is to create SKUs (or other product identifiers)

O
;F dynamically by separating products into items and processes (or other categories), specifying

:£ item parameters, specifying process parameters, dynamically linking an item and process and

§

"

creating a SKU when the product is sourced, quoted, or ordered.

15 Another object of the invention is to apply the method and system of the present

invention to the fields of branded promotional products, office supplies, furniture, aviation

supplies, marine supplies, interior design, beauty salon and spa supplies, medical office supplies,

restaurant and bar supplies, gift shops and clothing boutique. Other applications may be

available for industries where orders for various products or requests for services may be placed.

20 The present invention provides the ability to link manufacturers, distributors and end-use

corporations to the industry's complete e-marketplace. The present invention gives
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manufacturers and distributors the tools to sell more and spend less by taking advantage of the

efficiency of e-commerce, while preserving the traditional methods of doing business. The

present invention may use live data thereby making transactions more efficient, accurate and less

complicated. The present invention enables manufacturers and distributors to maintain and

control the product prices displayed on their web sites as well as the prices seen by individual

customers. In addition, manufacturers, distributors and other users may create custom web sites

for individual markets and companies.

Other objects and advantages of the present invention will be apparent to one of ordinary

skill in the art upon reviewing the specification herein.

Brief Description of the Drawings

Figure 1 is a flow diagram of an item and process specification method according to an

embodiment of the present invention.

Figure 2 is an example of a flowchart related to item templates and data entry according

to an embodiment of the present invention.

Figure 3 is an example of a screen shot of an administrator page of a product configurator

according to an embodiment of the present invention.

Figure 4 is an example of an item template according to an embodiment of the present

invention.

Figure 5 is an example of a product manager page according to an embodiment of the

present invention.
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Figures 6a and 6b are an example of an item definition page according to an embodiment

of the present invention.

Figure 7 is an example of a flowchart related to process templates and data entry

according to an embodiment of the present invention.

Figure 8 is an example of a process template according to an embodiment of the present

invention.

Figure 9 is an example of a product manager page according to an embodiment of the

present invention.

Figures 10a and 10b are an example of a process definition page according to an

embodiment of the present invention.

Figure 11 is an example of an image upload page according to an embodiment of the

present invention.

Figures 12a and 12b are an example of an item definition page edit according to an

embodiment of the present invention.

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments

Promotional products may include useful or decorative merchandise imprinted with an

advertiser's identification, message or logo artwork. Various processes may be used to imprint

artwork on a vast array of items and materials. Generally, promotional products may consist of

two or more components, which may include an item (e.g., a mug) and a process (e.g., screen

printing). Other features or components may be specified. A customer's artwork used in the
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imprint process may include specifications such as number of colors, imprint locations on the

item, imprint sizes and other details.

In addition, the method and system of the present invention may be applied to other

applications, such as office supplies, furniture, aviation supplies, marine supplies, interior design,

5 beauty salon and spa supplies, medical office supplies, restaurant and bar supplies, gift shops and

clothing boutique, and other industries where products and services may be ordered.

A method and system of the present invention may create SKUs (or other identifiers)

3^

Cs

dynamically. For example, products may be separated into items and processes. Item

in
i . ;

]\i parameters may be specified. Process parameters may also be specified separately. The item and

j 10 process parameters may then be linked to create a SKU (or other identifier) when the product is

sourced, quoted, ordered, or otherwise accessed. Categories of items and processes may be

»F defined for different industries. For example, in the field of office supplies, item categories may
f y

™ include pens, staplers, paper, telephones, and other office supplies. Process categories may

include manufacturing processes and other processes associated with office supplies. For

15 example, an item may include a chair while a process may include a method for covering.

Options related to chairs may include structural factors, such as height, width, etc. Other options

may include swivel ability, arm rest features, etc. In addition, various details may be associated

with the covering process, such as material, color, type of process and other factors. Since the

same process may be applied to multiple items, such as other types of furniture (e.g., sofas,

20 ottoman, etc.), besides office chairs, it is more efficient to store the process once instead of with

each applicable item.
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The present invention may separate the item and process specification methods into

various levels using templates, as shown in Figure 1 . A user may access the method and system

of the present invention by logging in to the system at 110. Standard item or process templates

may be supplied through the present invention. A vendor administrator 1 12 (or other entity) may

create item or process definition pages 114 based on the standard item or process templates 116.

A vendor product manager 1 18 (or other entity) may enter the item or process specifications and

pricing information 120 using the item or process definition pages 122. Items and processes may

then be searched and matched based on materials or other specifications and stored in a database,

at 124. A specific item template may be used in conjunction with several types of items with

similar characteristics. Similarly, a specific process template may be used for several types of

processes with similar characteristics or functions.

Another feature of the present invention includes a pricing algorithm. The pricing

algorithm may depend on the item and associated processes chosen. In general, the pricing may

be based on the item and process production specifications. The manufacturing specifications for

a particular promotional product may not exist until an entity has specified item parameters,

process parameters, a client's artwork parameters, and other specifications. According to another

feature of the present invention, manufacturers may go online and update their own pricing

anytime so distributors may know that the price they see is the correct and most recent price.

The present invention may assist the user in assessing an accurate cost with extra charges, such

as setup charges, run charges, and even shipping charges.
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To assist in defining items and processes, the present invention may provide tables of

standard data used throughout the industry for standardization. Examples may include industry

colors, materials, extra charges, and other data. In addition, the present invention may add and

modify colors as they are required or requested by vendors to offer a complete selection of

options.

Figure 2 is an example of a flowchart related to item templates and data entry according

to an embodiment of the present invention. At step 210, a user may select an item category.

Item categories may include mugs, T-shirts, and baseball caps, for example. At step 212, the

user may create an item definition page by using an item template for the selected item category.

An item template may be provided for each item category. In addition, the template may be

supplied by a vendor or other entity. This feature enhances consistency and uniformity where

similarities may be easily identified. For example, a single item template may be used for

numerous item categories. For example, mugs and stress balls may use the same (or similar)

item template. At step 214, a user may select an "item" definition to add, edit, delete or perform

other operations. At step 216, the user may enter an item using an item definition page. In

addition, a template for item definition data entry may be supplied by a vendor or other entity.

Figure 3 is an illustration of step 210 according to an embodiment of the present

invention. This feature of the invention enables an entity to create general item and process

templates for a product line from templates. An entity, such as an administrator, may select an

item category to add an item definition page into a database. For example, item category options

may include add, edit, delete and other operations. By selecting the add option 310, a list of
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available item categories may be displayed. Item categories may include mugs, T-shirts, baseball

caps and other categories. The drop down list may contain a list of item categories associated

with item templates available through the present invention. Selecting an item category takes the

user to an associated item template page for that category. By selecting the edit or delete options

312 or 314, a list of existing item definition pages may be displayed. By selecting an item

definition page, associated item templates with specifications previously entered may be

displayed and edited.

Figure 4 is an illustration of step 212 according to an embodiment of the present

invention. Using the selected item template for the item category, a user may create an item

definition page for the selected category. An entity, such as an administrator, may create an item

definition page using an item template. The administrator (or other entity) may specify the

descriptive and pricing characteristics applicable to the item being sold or promoted. The

administrator may create several item definition pages using the same item template for

efficiency and uniformity purposes. For example, the item template "Mug" may generate item

definition pages for "Mugs - Standard (steel)" or "Mugs - Travel (plastic)". Other item

definition pages may also be generated. According to another embodiment of the present

invention, each item definition page may specify one or more materials. Other variations exist.

In the example of Figure 4, the category "mugs" has been selected. At line 410, a sub

category may be identified. For example, in association with the category "mugs", subcategories

may include "travel" or "standard". At line 412, colors may be identified and/or selected from a

list of available colors and/or patterns. At line 414, material for the mugs may be identified
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and/or selected from a list of available materials. Various color and/or material combinations

may also be identified. The size and variables within a pricing matrix of the present invention

may vary according to the type of item or process and specifications made by the administrator

(or other entity) on the item or process template.

Quantity break pricing information may be specified in section 416. Miscellaneous

pricing information may also be identified. For example, a charge may be applied per item as

well as per color, as shown by lines 418, 420 and 421. Other miscellaneous charges may be

applied as needed by a product or process involved. In addition, additional pricing information

may also be identified. If the order is less than a predetermined minimum charge, an additional

charge may be applied, as shown by line 422. For rush orders, a rush charge may be added, as

shown by line 424. For each additional charge, the amount may be a dollar amount or a

percentage of the order amount. In section 426, the user may specify one or more imprint

positions, such as front, handle, back, side, etc. Other locations may also be specified, depending

on the type of item selected. Other charges may be defined by the administrator (or other

authorized entity).

Figure 5 is an illustration of step 214 according to an embodiment of the present

invention. A user may specify individual items from previously created templates. Processes

offered on one or more items may also be specified from previously created templates. A user

may select an "item" to add, edit, delete and perform other operations. For a new item, the

present invention may display a dropdown window of existing item or process definition pages,

as shown by 510. A "select" option may take the user to the item definition page previously
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created by the administrator (or other entity). For an existing item, the user may perform various

operations, such as edit and delete, as shown by 512 and 514. A dropdown of existing items in

the present invention may be displayed. A "select" option may display the existing item data.

Figures 6a and 6b are an illustration of step 216 according to an embodiment of the

present invention. A user may enter an item using an item definition page containing a vendor's

range of parameters for the selected one or more items. The user may then enter specifications

for each unique item. For example, in section 610, general information may be entered, such as

product name, vendor ID number, item description, and colors. Other information may also be

specified. In section 612, quantity price break values may be specified. For example, the first

two items ordered (e.g. samples) may be charged at $15.00. The user may lower the price for

each item if a purchaser orders in bulk. For example, if the purchaser orders 500 items, each

item may be priced at $9.00. If the purchaser orders 1002 items, each item may be priced at

$7.00. In section 614, miscellaneous price break values may be specified, such as gift box, less

than minimum charge, and rush charges. These prices may be a dollar amount or a percentage of

the entire order. There may also be instances where miscellaneous price breaks may not be

applicable. In these instances, an "N/A" box may be selected. In section 615, the user may

select one or more allowable processes that may be processed on the indicated one or more items.

The user may also select multi colors and/or patterns.

In section 616, imprint positions may be specified. The location of the imprint as well as

the size (height and width) may be indicated. Imprint positions may include one or more of

front, handle, side, back and other locations as made available by the product selected. There
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may also be situations where an item cannot be imprinted. This may be indicated by selecting an

appropriate box at 616a. In section 618, shipping information may include weight and case

specifications, such as weight per item; weight per case; items per case; case width; case height;

and case length. In section 620, production time information may be identified. For example,

regular production may take 14 working days. A rush order may take 7 working days. Other

options may be available. In section 622, production information may be specified. This

information may include list price; list description; country of manufacturer, whether the item is

union made or not, and other details.

Figure 7 is an example of a flowchart related to process templates and data entry

according to an embodiment of the present invention. At step 710, a user may select a process

category. Process categories may include screen printing, pad printing and etching, for example.

At step 712, the user may create a process definition page by using a process template for the

selected process category. A process template may be provided for several process categories.

This feature enhances consistency and uniformity where similarities may be easily identified.

For example, screen printing and pad printing may use the same (or similar) process template. In

addition, the template may be supplied by a vendor or other entity. At step 714, a user may select

a "process" to add, edit, delete or perform other operations. At step 716, the user may enter a

process using a process definition page. In addition, a template for process definition data entry

may be supplied by a vendor or other entity.

Figure 3 is an illustration of step 710 according to an embodiment of the present

invention. This feature of the invention enables an entity to create general item and process
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templates for a product line from templates. An entity, such as an administrator, may select a

process category to add a process definition page into a database. For example, process category

options may include add, edit, delete and other operations. By selecting the add option 320, a list

of available process categories may be displayed. Process categories may include pad printing,

screen printing, etching and other categories. The drop down list may contain a list of process

categories associated with process templates available through the present invention. Selecting a

process category takes the user to an associated process template page for that category. By

selecting the edit or delete options 322 or 324, a list of existing process definition pages may be

displayed. By selecting a process definition page, associated process templates with

specifications previously entered may be displayed or edited.

Figure 8 is an illustration of step 712 according to an embodiment of the present

invention. Using the selected process template for the process category, a user may create a

process definition page for the selected category. An entity, such as an administrator, may create

a process definition page using a process template. The administrator (or other entity) may

specify the descriptive and pricing characteristics applicable to the process used to display the

logo or advertisement. The administrator may create several process definition pages using the

same process template for efficiency and uniformity purposes. According to another

embodiment of the present invention, process template and definition pages may be associated

with one or more materials. Other variations exist.

In the example of Figure 8, the category "screen printing" has been selected. At line 810,

a sub category may be identified. For example, in association with the category "screen
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printing", an example of a subcategory may include "standard". At line 812, the user may

specify the number of colors involved in designing the logo or advertisement. At line 814, the

material to be processed on may be identified. An additional charge for over imprint size may be

applied at line 816. Quantity break pricing information may be specified in section 818.

Miscellaneous pricing information may also be identified in section 820. For example,

miscellaneous pricing information may include a setup charge, PMS color match, one or more

miscellaneous charges for additional or special colors, less than minimum charge, rush charge,

metallic thread charge, moving screen and other services. Other pricing for processes may

include personalization charges, production proof charges, and paper proof charges.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, pricing for processes may include

run charges, setup charges, and other additional charges. These charges and the variables

affecting them may vary depending on the type of process (e.g., the process template used to

create the process definition page). The run and setup charges may use matrices to enter pricing

information. The size and variables within the pricing matrices may vary according to the type

of process and specifications made by the administrator (or other entity) on the process template.

For example, embossing may have a run charge based on quantity breaks and number of colors

per location. In another example, embroidery may have a run charge based on quantity and

number of stitches. Other factors and limitations may be applied based on the type or

characteristics of process.

Figure 9 is an illustration of step 714 according to an embodiment of the present

invention. A user may select a "process" to add, edit, delete and perform other operations. For a
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new process, the present invention may display a dropdown window of existing item or process

definition pages, as shown by 910. A "select" option may take the user to the item definition

page previously created by the administrator (or other entity). For an existing process, the user

may perform various operations, such as edit and delete, as shown by 912 and 914. In addition, a

dropdown of existing processes in the present invention may be displayed. A "select" option

may display the existing process data.

Figures 10a and 10b are an illustration of step 716 according to an embodiment of the

present invention. A user may enter a process using a process definition page containing a

vendor's range of parameters for the selected one or more processes. The user may then enter

specifications for each unique process. For example, in section 1010, general information may

be entered, such as process name, vendor ID number, process description, process on material,

imprint limitations and over imprint size addition. Other information may also be specified. In

section 1012, quantity price break values may be specified. For example, for each additional

color, there may be an additional charge. Also, the price for each color may be lower if the

purchasers orders a larger quantity. In section 1014, miscellaneous price break values may be

specified, such as setup charge, PMS color match, scatter color, a less than minimum charge, and

rush charges. Other miscellaneous price break values may include a personalization charge,

paper proof charge, production proof charge, moving screen and other options. These prices may

be a dollar amount or a percentage of the item. Other variations exist. In section 1016,

production information may be specified. This information may include list price per item; list
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description; regular production time, rush production time, country of manufacturer, whether the

item is union made or not, and other details.

Figure 1 1 is an example of an image upload feature according to an embodiment of the

present invention. When saving an image or page, the user may be presented with an option to

upload an image. The user may upload one or more item or process images. The user may select

a small, medium or large image view, at section 1110. This options enables the user to view

placement of the logo or other artwork on the selected item.

Figures 12a and 12b are an example of an item or process edit page according to an

embodiment of the present invention. A product manager (or other authorized entity) may edit

an item information page, for example. Each product may be assigned a number by the present

invention, under "CG Number", for example. The existing item or process information may be

displayed in the item or process definition page. The user may then modify the information

displayed. General information may be modified in section 1210, which may include product

name, vendor id number, item description, and colors. An image of the product with a

customer's logo or artwork may be shown at 1212. Quantity price break values may also be

modified in section 1214.

Miscellaneous price break values may be changed in section 1216. Other miscellaneous

information may include one or more of setup charge, PMS color match, personalization charge,

paper proof charge, production proof charge, moving screen, gift box, less than minimum charge,

a rush charge and other information. Such charges may also be indicated as not being applicable

to the selected process or product.
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Imprint locations may be altered by the user, at section 1218. Other information, such as

over imprint size charge, may also be specified. Detailed shipping information may be modified

by the user in section 1220. Production times may be changed, at section 1222. Also,

production information data may be altered, at section 1224. Clicking on the image 1212 may

link the user to an image upload page, as shown in Figure 11.

Other embodiments and uses of the invention will be apparent to those skilled in the art

from consideration of the specification and practice of the invention disclosed herein. The

specification and examples should be considered exemplary only.
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